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Turkey: Treatment of atheists by society and the authorities, particularly in Istanbul; whether local militias
serve as informants to the government to report the religious practices of citizens (2011-October 2013)
Research Directorate, Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada, Ottawa

1. Overview

The Constitution of Turkey establishes the Republic of Turkey as a secular state and provides for
freedom of conscience, religious belief, and conviction, as well as freedom of expression and dissemination of
thought (Turkey 1995, Art. 2, 23, 26). However, the Political Handbook of the World 2012 notes that "Islam
remains a strong influence despite the secular influence of government policy since the 1920s" (2012, 1458).
Freedom House describes the government of the Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkynma Partisi,
AKP), in power since 2002, as "mildly Islamic...[with] political instincts that put it at odds with the pro-secular
elites who have set the tone of Turkish politics for decades" (10 Nov. 2011). The US Commission on
International Religious Freedom (USCIRF) writes that the AKP favours the "democratic integration of Islam into
public life" (US 2013, 270). The US Department of State's International Religious Freedom Report for 2012
indicates that "the government provides favourable and prejudicial treatment to Sunni Islamic groups," noting,
for example, that the Directorate of Religious Affairs (Diyanet), whose mandate is to "promote the belief,
worship, and moral principles of Islam," employs over 117,000 imams, Qu'ran instructors and other Muslim
religious workers but does not employ religious leaders or instructors for other religions (20 May 2013, 2-3).
Similarly, a New York Times article reported in 2011 that, according to state figures, the Directorate of
Religious Affairs employs 60,000 imams and 10,000 muezzins (The New York Times 28 Sept. 2011). The
article also indicates that the directorate's entire budget is devoted to Sunni Islam (ibid.).

In a 2012 interview with the Freedom of Belief Initiative, a project of the Norwegian Helsinki Committee
that monitors, documents, reports on, and advocates for the freedom of religious belief in Turkey (n.d.), the
editor and founder of the Turkish online community Atheist Forum (Ateizm.org/Ateistforum.org) states that he
is unaware of any reliable statistical studies on the number of atheists in the country but that it is generally
believed to be around one to three percent of the population (19 June 2012). However, the editor, who has
also published a book on atheism in Turkish (Turkish Atheist n.d.), explains that, in his opinion, the actual
percentage is much higher if one takes into account not only people who explicitly reject the concept of God,
but also people who reject theism, who do not identify as atheists, or who are agnostic, deist or pantheist
(Freedom of Belief Initiative 19 June 2012). The US Department of State reports that religious groups other
than Muslims and Alevis make up less than one percent of the population of Turkey and are mainly located in
Istanbul and large cities (US 20 May 2013, 2). The USCIRF 2013 report states that approximately 0.1 percent
of the population is part of a non-Muslim minority group (ibid. 2013, 271).

According to an article published by Forum 18, an Oslo-based news service dedicated to freedom of
belief and religion, atheist opinions "often face strong public criticism in Turkey" (15 Feb. 2012). Media sources
report that a 2011 survey on values in Turkey, conducted by Bahcesehir University in Istanbul, found that 64
percent of respondents would not want an atheist as a neighbour, compared to 48 percent who would not want
a Christian as a neighbour (Al-Monitor 5 Mar. 2013; SETimes 5 Aug. 2011).

2. Treatment of Atheists by Society
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In its 2013 report on Turkey's progress in preparation for European Union (EU) membership, the
European Commission writes that, in practice, "citizens professing a faith other than that of the majority, or
with no faith, continued to experience discrimination" (EU 16 Oct. 2013, 14). According to the Forum 18
article, being an atheist "may not be too difficult if one is unnoticed and does not mind being thought of as a
Muslim" (Forum 18 15 Feb. 2012). It goes on to say, however, that "revealing oneself as an atheist and
advocating atheist beliefs," even online, "seems to be very difficult" (ibid.). Similarly, the editor of Atheist
Forum states that declaring one's atheism may lead to "a strong negative reaction" or "problems if you are not
careful about how you do it or where you do it" (Freedom of Belief Initiative 19 June 2012). He indicates that
teachers who teach evolution "sometimes face serious problems" and have been harassed and beaten, and
that some students have been physically attacked because they did not fast during Ramadan (ibid.).
Corroborating information could not be found among the sources consulted by the Research Directorate within
the time constraints of this Response.

The Atheist Forum editor explains that it is possible for organizations that do not have the word "atheist"
in their name to work on atheists' rights, but that he is not aware of any organizations that are specifically
devoted to the issue (ibid.). He explains that people do not organize atheist groups because they fear for their
safety and that of their family, or because they are unwilling to put up with the social prejudice and risk of
damaging their own or their family's social reputation (ibid.). He adds that the lack of atheist organizations
means "Turkish atheism is imprisoned on the Internet" (ibid.).

3. Treatment of Atheists by the Authorities
3.1 Prosecution of Atheists Under Article 216 of the Criminal Code

Article 216 of the Turkish Criminal Code, which addresses "[p]rovoking people to be rancorous and
hostile," states the following:

(3) Any person who openly disrespects the religious belief of [a] group is punished with imprisonment from six
months to one year if such act causes potential risk for public peace. (Turkey 2004, Art. 216)

According to Amnesty International (AI), Article 216 is "extremely broad in scope, vaguely defined, and
far wider than the permissible limitations to the right to freedom of expression under international human
rights law" (AI Mar. 2013, 15). It adds that, in practice, the article "has been used to prosecute criticism of
dominant beliefs and power structures and has not, to Amnesty International's knowledge, been used to
prosecute actual incitement to violence or discrimination against at-risk groups" (ibid., 16). Cited in a 2012
article by Forum 18, a human rights lawyer expresses the same opinion, saying that Article 216 is applied
"'recklessly'" by the Turkish judiciary and is used to punish rather than protect minorities (15 Feb. 2012). The
editor of Atheist Forum states that Article 216 is used to "put pressure on non-religious ideas and
publications", noting that "the article is worded in such a way that it seems to require that you have a religion
in order to take advantage of the protection of this law" (Freedom of Belief Initiative 19 June 2012).

According to the editor of Atheist Forum,

[m]any people who expressed non-theistic opinions, or opposed religion in their writings (books and articles),
websites, YouTube videos, etc. were sued and were subject to court proceedings due to these activities in the
recent years in Turkey. Many of them had police come to their doors, their computers were confiscated and
they were dragged to the prosecutor's office to have their statements taken. Most of them were cleared of
charges later on, but this is an intimidation and harassment campaign against atheists and others who oppose
religion. (ibid.)

The Forum 18 article also reports on the monitoring of atheist websites "so as to take legal action
against them, [which] reveals the relatively weak position of the owners of these sites" (Forum 18 15 Feb.
2012). It indicates that individuals who are not prepared to take on the financial costs and public exposure
that would come as a consequence of legal action generally practice self-censorship (ibid.). It notes, in
contrast, that there are some websites in Turkey discussing responses to atheism that "do not seem to face
any legal problems" (ibid.).

According to Forum 18, prosecutions under Article 216(3) have been initiated after individuals submitted
complaints about perceived attacks against religion (ibid.). It reports on a Turkish newspaper's interview with
a lawyer whose office is reportedly "actively involved in making such complaints" against atheist books and
websites, including Atheist Forum (ibid.). Corroborating information could not be found among the sources
consulted by the Research Directorate within the time constraints of this Response.

In 2012, a prominent Turkish pianist, Fazil Say, was prosecuted for violating Article 216(3) after posting
a series of statements on Twitter that were perceived to be insulting to Islam (Article 19 16 Apr. 2013; AI Mar.
2013, 16). Two of his Tweets also reportedly declared that he was an atheist (ibid.). In 2013, Say was
convicted and sentenced to a suspended 10-month prison sentence (Article 19 16 Apr. 2013; EurasiaNet.org
23 Apr. 2013; The Guardian 16 Apr. 2013). Say is described by various sources as a prominent critic of the
AKP (ibid.; Article 19 16 Apr. 2013). The Guardian reports that he rejected the conviction as "politically-
motivated" and that he will be required to serve the jail sentence if he commits a similar offence within the
next five years (16 Apr. 2013).

According to the Turkish newspaper Hlirriyet Daily News, a cartoonist known as Behadir Baruter was
charged by the public prosecutor's office under Article 216(3) of the Penal Code in September 2011 for a
cartoon published in the weekly magazine Penguen in which the sentence "there is no Allah, religion is a lie" is
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written on the wall of a mosque (28 Sept. 2011). Freedom House's Freedom of the Press 2012 report indicates
that one hearing had taken place but that a judgement had not yet been reached at the end of 2011(Freedom
House 2012). Further information on the case could not be found among the sources consulted by the
Research Directorate within the time constraints of this Response.

3.2 Other Government Actions

Sources indicate that Turkish identity cards indicate the card holder's religious identity (US 20 May 2013,
5; Freedom of Belief Initiative 19 June 2012). According to the US Department of State, a 2006 regulation
allows individuals to leave the religion section blank or indicate "no religion" or "other" (20 May 2013, 6). The
Atheist Forum editor states that many atheists have been able to exercise their right to leave the religion
section blank, but others, especially those who have tried to do so by mail, have had difficulties or have been
unable to do so (Freedom of Belief Initiative 19 June 2012). Additionally, the International Religious Freedom
Report for 2012 indicates that, according to many religious groups, individuals who do not indicate their
religion or who list a religion other than Islam are unable to obtain jobs in the state bureaucracy and face
employment discrimination in the private sector (US 20 May 2013, 12). Corroborating information could not be
found among the sources consulted by the Research Directorate within the time constraints of this Response.

Sources indicate that Turkish students take compulsory religious education classes in school (Forum 18
15 Feb. 2012; US 2013, 274). According to the USCIRF 2013 report, the curriculum, which is established by
the Ministry of National Education's Department of Religious Instruction, focuses primarily on Islam but since
2010 has covered all religions and atheism (ibid.). The same report indicates that non-Muslim children can be
exempted from taking the class but that some have reportedly faced "societal discrimination" because of this
exemption (ibid.). However, Forum 18 specifies that only students who are registered by the state as Jewish or
Christian can be exempted, and that atheist parents "have fought court cases without practical effect on this
issue" (15 Feb. 2012).

Hdrriyet Daily News reports that, in May 2013, a senior member of the AKP's Ankara provincial board
posted statements on Twitter calling atheists "spineless psychopaths... who have been raped" and called for
their "annihilation" (Hdrriyet Daily News 22 May 2013). He also reportedly stated that freedom of expression
does not allow for insulting Islam (ibid.). The same news article stated that an AKP deputy for Zonguldak
stated in 2012 that "'no benefits could come to society from an atheist youth' (ibid.). Corroboration on the
AKP member's statements could not be found among the sources consulted by the Research Directorate within
the time constraints of this Response.

According to Al-Monitor, a Washington-based media website that publishes reports and analysis of
Middle Eastern countries (n.d.), the head of the Directorate of Religious Affairs, speaking to a large crowd of
mostly Muslims in July 2013, stated that every resident of Turkey should be able to express their religious
values freely and without discrimination, noting that the Quran allows people to choose whether to believe it or
not (Al-Monitor 26 July 2013). He also reportedly noted that the expression of atheism does not allow for
""humiliating religion" (ibid.). Corroborating information could not be found among the sources consulted by
the Research Directorate within the time constraints of this Response.

Reporters Without Borders notes that an Internet content filtering system introduced by Turkey's
Information and Communication Technologies Authority in November 2011 blocks access to the website of
evolutionary biologist, Richard Dawkins (2 Dec. 2011). An article published on the website of the London
newspaper The Telegraph similarly indicates that the filter also blocks websites including the words "evolution"
and "Darwin" (10 Dec. 2011).

Information on any militia groups that monitor the religious activity of Turkish citizens and report to the
authorities could not be found among the sources consulted by the Research Directorate within the time
constraints of this Response.

This Response was prepared after researching publicly accessible information currently available to the
Research Directorate within time constraints. This Response is not, and does not purport to be, conclusive as
to the merit of any particular claim for refugee protection. Please find below the list of sources consulted in
researching this Information Request.
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Oral sources: The Human Rights Association of Turkey was unable to provide information for this Response.
Attempts to contact the following oral sources were unsuccessful: a representative of the Atheist Forum and a
professor at Dodus University in Istanbul who specializes in religion and the state.

Internet sites, including: Bahcesehir University; British Broadcasting Corporation; ecoi.net; Factiva;
Huffington Post; Today's Zaman; United Nations - Refworld.
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